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An Eighteenth-Century Coin Chart: A Mystery Solved 
David F. Fanning and Eric RP Newman 


In the Summer 1996 issue of The Asylum, Eric P. Newman published an 
article describing two large eighteenth-century coin conversion charts, 
one apparently British and the other American.! Neither chart included 
imprint information, leaving the identities of the printers and the dates 
and places of publication uncertain. Accompanying the article were 
copies of both charts, and a contest was announced with a prize offered 
to whoever was able to identify the publications. 

No one ever claimed the prize. 

Thirteen years later, the sources of the coin charts have been identi- 
fied. The American version of the chart was printed for and included 
in William Guthrie’s A New System of Modern Geography, which was 
published by Mathew Carey in Philadelphia in two volumes, one in 1794 
and the other in 1795.” This encyclopedia of the world was based on 
earlier British editions of Guthrie’s work, which are the sources of the 
British version of the chart. 

The Guthrie work is a large reference, published in England begin- 
ning in 1770.? It went through a number of British editions, which were 
published as single volumes; the 1794-95 edition published by Carey is 
the first American edition, and was issued as a two-volume set. This 
American edition (Figure 1) is especially important as it expands the 
coverage of America from the 39 pages in the fifth British edition to 


1 Eric P. Newman, “Developing Commentary and Observations on Differences between 
American and English Foreign Exchange Broadsides Having No Date or Place of Issue,” 
The Asylum 14.1 (Summer 1996), pp. 3-5, insert. 

2 W. Guthrie, A New System of Modern Geography: Or, a Geographical, Historical, and Com- 
mercial Grammar; and Present State of the Several Nations of the World (Philadelphia: 
Mathew Carey, 1794-95). 4to. 572; xi, (1), 704, 43, (1) pages. Two copperplate engravings 
are called for in Volume I and two folded tables in Volume II. 

3 W. Guthrie, A New Geographical, Historical and Commercial Grammar and Present State 
of the Several Kingdoms of the World... with a Table of the Coins of All Nations, and Their 
Value in English Money (London: Printed for J. Knox, 1770). 
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Figure 1. The title page of Volume I of William Guthrie’s A New System of 


Modern Geography (Philadelphia, 1794). 
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341 pages of detailed discussion. Charles Evans, in Volume 9 of his 
masterpiece American Bibliography,’ wrote the following about the first 
American edition: 


Preface dated, Philadelphia, February 5, 1794. An edition of twenty-five 
hundred copies was printed. The second volume, printed in 1795, contains 
a seven page list of subscribers’ names, which varies in different copies, 
indicating that additional names were added during printing. The Amer- 
ican part of the work was furnished, page by page, by Jedidiah Morse. 
The directions to the binder indicate that forty-seven maps were issued 
to subscribers with the work — seventeen for the first volume, and thirty 
for the second volume — but these are seldom, or never found bound with 
the work. In 1795, Carey published his American Atlas, with twenty-one 
maps, most of which bear the inscription: “Engraved for Carey’s American 
edition of Guthrie’s Geography improved.” And in 1796, Carey’s General 
Atlas, with forty-five maps, which include all the maps issued in connection 
with his edition of Guthrie. It is in the form of this General Atlas, that the 
maps which should accompany this work are usually found. 


Evans assigns the first American volume of Guthrie his number 27077, 
and the second volume 28782 (as each of the two volumes making up 
the work was printed by a separate printer in a different year, Evans 
treats them as independent publications). The preface to the second 
volume is dated April 27, 1795. The coin conversion chart is included 
as a folded table in Volume II, which also includes a folded table listing 
exports from the United States. 

The primary author of this work, William Guthrie (1708-1770), was 
born in Brechin, Scotland.> He translated Cicero but is best remem- 
bered for his Geography. An initial geographical work was published 
by him in 1769, but the following year saw the publication of the first 


4 Charles Evans, American Bibliography: A Chronological Dictionary of All Books, Pamphlets 
and Periodical Publications Printed in the United States of America from the Genesis of 
Printing in 1639 down to and Including the Year 1820, with Bibliographical and Biographical 
Notes, Volume 9: 1793-1794 (Chicago: printed for the author, 1925). Evans died while his 
work was still being conducted; the project was completed through 1800, after which vari- 
ous other researchers, most notably Ralph R. Shaw and Richard H. Shoemaker, continued 
the project. 

5 Much of the information concerning the people who produced the Carey edition comes 
from John Rennie Short, “A New Mode of Thinking: Creating a National Geography in 
the Early Republic,” in Surveying the Record: North American Scientific Exploration to 1930, 
edited by Edward Carlos Carter II (Philadelphia: American Philosophical Society, 1999), 
pp. 19-50. 
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edition of his main geographical work. The book went through many 
editions in England, with a 24th edition appearing in 1827 and print- 
ings appearing through 1842. The Carey edition is the only eighteenth- 
century American printing of the work, though revisions were pub- 
lished in the nineteenth century under different titles and by different 
authors. 


The first American edition was published by Mathew Carey (1760- 
1839), who was born in Dublin, Ireland. An Irish Catholic, he was 
forced to flee his native land after publishing various works criticizing 
the British Penal Laws that subjugated the majority of the people in 
Ireland. He was briefly imprisoned for these publications, after which 
he spent some time in France and eventually moved to Philadelphia in 
1784. 

Unsurprisingly, Carey detested the British, and his edition of Guth- 
rie reflects this feeling. Guthrie had stated in the 1795 British edition 
that “No country in Europe equals England in the beauty of its pros- 
pects, or the opulence of its inhabitants.” In Carey’s American edition, 
this has been unsubtly changed to “England swarms with beggars.”° 

Carey became a very successful publisher in America. Among his 
better-known works is the American Museum, a periodical that remains 
of considerable importance today. He was encouraged in his business 
pursuits by a number of prominent people, including Lafayette. 

Carey contracted with Jedidiah Morse to expand the American con- 
tent for his edition of Guthrie’s Geography. Morse was born in Wood- 
stock, Connecticut, in 1761 and died in 1826. He is often considered 
the father of American geography, publishing a number of textbooks 
on the subject. He was also a clergyman and the father of Samuel F. B. 
Morse, inventor of the telegraph. In addition to the important content 
added by Jedidiah Morse, Carey consulted with David Rittenhouse (Di- 
rector of the United States Mint, 1792-95) on some of the astronomical 
data included in this American edition of Guthrie’s Geography. 

The text includes additional content of numismatic interest to that 
contained in the coin conversion chart. The paper money issued by the 
American Continental Congress is discussed, as are the attempts by the 
British to counterfeit this currency in an effort to destroy the American 
economy. Inflation is also described. 


6 As noted in Short, “A New Mode of Thinking,” p. 27. 
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The extensive title page of each volume of the American edition 
includes the following content information: 


A Table of the Coins of all Nations, 
AND THEIR VALUE IN DOLLARS AND CENTS. 


No numismatic writings of which we are aware quote, cite, or refer to 
this topic as being covered in Carey’s publication. Eckfeldt and DuBois 
(1842), for instance, were careful to mention Bonneville (1806, French) 
and Kelly (1821, British) as background sources for studies of world- 
wide money, but do not mention Guthrie’s work, which was published 
in Philadelphia where their own book was published. Although Guth- 
rie’s table does not schedule metallic composition and weights, it covers 
descriptions of virtually all the coins Eckfeldt and DuBois include. 

Carey did the printing for the first volume, but had Philadelphia 
printer Richard Folwell print the second volume.’ They were published 
at an aggregate price of $16, then a considerable sum, and had a print 
run of 2,500 copies. It was an enormous undertaking, but Carey had a 
very good reputation and a well-organized distribution network. 

The Carey foreign coin conversion chart is of considerable historical 
importance to students of American numismatics. Part of the reason 
that identifying its source was difficult in the past was probably because 
it had been assumed that the work was a broadside: a separately issued 
publication intended for distribution on its own. In fact, it is a table 
printed for inclusion in a book and hence not a separate imprint. This 
does not diminish the table’s significance, however, as apparently the 
most detailed coin conversion chart of eighteenth-century America. 

Recently, in examining several copies of the second volume of the 
American edition of Guthrie’s Geography, it was observed that on some 
printings of the coin conversion table there was printed under the cen- 
ter of the bottom border: 


PHILADELPHIA: Printed for M. CAREY by R. FOLWELL, 


The printer’s name had been added to the conversion table in the 
course of printing — possibly because separate copies of the table might 
be needed, and the source would then be clearly stated. 

Some numismatically related personalities who were listed as sub- 


7 On the lower part of the last page of Volume II of the American edition appears the line: 
“PRINTED BY R. FOLWELL ror MATHEW CAREY.” 
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scribers in the American edition of Guthrie’s Geography were Tench 
Francis, Jr., Hugh Gaine, James Jarvis, Robert Morris, John Nixon, 
Joseph Nourse, David Rittenhouse, David Sellers, and President 
George Washington. 

As a final note, it may be of some interest to readers to know how 
the puzzle of the mystery coin conversion chart was solved. Ona recent 
visit with Eric P. Newman, David Fanning was shown the original chart 
that was reproduced for the 1996 Asylum article. Fanning took a photo 
of it with his iPhone and, upon returning to his hotel, used the photo to 
look up the exact title of the chart on Google. He almost immediately 
located the book in which it was included. The time he spent actively 
searching for the source of the chart was perhaps two minutes. Let no 
one suggest that new technology is the enemy of the bibliophile. 


Help Promote the Numismatic Bibliomania Society 


Howard A. Daniel ITI sets up a club table to represent the Numismatic 
Bibliomania Society (and the International Bank Note Society, 
Numismatics International, and the Philippines Collectors Forum) at 
both of the annual American Numismatic Association events, the 
Florida United Numismatists (FUN), and the International Paper 
Money Show. 

The Asylum and NBS membership applications are given to numisma- 
tists interested in the society from the table. Journals and applications 
for the other societies are also given out. 

There are also world bank notes and world coins to give to young 
and new numismatists in a packet which includes a consolidated mem- 
bership application form for all four groups. References are given to 
numismatists but especially to teachers and scout counselors, for them 
to use with their students and scouts. 

Howard always needs volunteers to staff the table and needs your 
unwanted references, world banknotes, and/or world coins. Please 
contact Howard at hadaniel3@msn.com to make the donation arrange- 
ments. The best method to get them to him is to take them to one of 
the three shows, otherwise, you can mail them to him. Howard can 
also send a thank-you letter to each donor which will document their 
donation for tax purposes. 


